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refusing to communicate with that Church, and the con-
sequences of removing it might be fatal and widespread,
for Nonconformists might proceed to attack other privileges
enjoyed by the Anglican Church and even the Establish-
ment itself. To the last argument Fox replied in the spirit
of the most liberal Churchman of the day, William Paley,
that if ever the Nonconformists were in a majority, the
Church, in his opinion, ought to be disestablished in favour
of a Church that represented the bulk of the nation.
To Burke it was a difficult matter for decision. He
was acutely sensible of the indignity offered to religion in
making a very solemn act and profession the qualification
for civil employment, and he proposed to substitute as the
single test an oath of fidelity to the constitution. He was
strenuously opposed on the other hand to the doctrine
that the state could not investigate men's opinions. In
his speech against the motion in 1791 he explained that
ten years earlier he would have voted for repeal; that in
1787 and 1789 he had stayed away because he could not
decide how to act, and that the writings and speeches of
Dissenters, in particular of Dr. Priestley and Dr. P^ice, in
the last two years, had convinced him of the necessity of
maintaining the test. It is noticeable that in 1791, amongst
the men who spoke and voted against repeal was William
Wilberforce.
It may be argued that In practice no great harm resulted
from the failure of these several efforts to abolish the civil
monopolies and the minatory laws by which the estab-
lishment was protected, and that the policy of an illogical
caution was not an unwise one. The days of acute per-
secution were over, and no serious mischief was caused by
postponing for a generation the full civil recognition of
Dissenters and the abolition of penal laws, of which the
worst that could be said was that they disgraced the Statute
Book, It is surely truer to say that a very rare oppor-
tunity presented itself in George's reign, and how much
was lost by the neglect of that opportunity can never be